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Abstract: This article offers an innovative approach to strengthening female leadership in the 
Balkan region through a digital platform powered by artificial intelligence, dedicated to cultural 
diplomacy and regional collaboration. The project facilitates professional connections among 
women leaders through AI-assisted mentoring, personalised content delivery, and data analytics, 
creating an ecosystem for sharing best practices, community building, and promoting shared 
cultural values. The initiative contributes to the development of a regional network for support, 
dialogue, and innovation, leveraging technology for cross-border optimisation and intelligent 
interconnection. This article explicitly addresses gaps identified in existing literature by 
integrating ethical AI practices tailored to regional cultural contexts, providing not only digital 
infrastructure but actionable insights to inform gender-focused policymaking. 
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Introduction 
 
Gender inequality in leadership structures persists despite international efforts to 
promote equal opportunities for all. Particularly in the Balkan region, women face 
numerous structural and cultural obstacles that limit their access to leadership positions 
and equal participation in decision-making processes (Spahić Šiljak et al., 2025). These 
barriers include informal male networks, the lack of culturally adapted mentoring 
programs, and unequal access to educational and technological resources (Repovac-Nikšić 
et al., 2021). Cultural diplomacy here refers explicitly to the strategic use of cultural 
interactions to promote mutual understanding and shared goals across diverse national 
contexts (European Commission, 2022). Digital mentoring is conceptualised as 
mentorship provided through online platforms facilitated by adaptive artificial 
intelligence technologies. 
The literature highlights that gender stereotypes influence the perception and evaluation 
of leaders, strengthening the idea that characteristics associated with leadership, such as 
authority, competitiveness, or decisiveness, are traditionally perceived as masculine 
(Bratianu & Anagnoste, 2011; Muzira & Gunda, 2024). Thus, women leaders are often 
placed in a “double bind”: if they adopt masculine styles, they risk losing their authenticity, 
and if they remain within the framework of feminine styles, their effectiveness is 
questioned (Reinhold et al., 2025). However, critiques in recent feminist technology 
literature suggest caution when integrating technology-based interventions, warning that 
they must be contextually nuanced and intersectionally informed to avoid unintended 
reinforcement of existing inequalities (UNESCO, 2021; Panteli & Marder, 2020). 
At the same time, culture plays a key role in shaping leadership styles. In the Balkan 
context, where collectivist influences, high power distance, and high uncertainty coexist, 
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autocratic leadership has historically prevailed, and democratic and transformational 
models have developed slowly and unevenly (Doğar, 2024; Nientied & Toska, 2021). This 
reality necessitates a contextualised approach that integrates culture, gender, and 
technology, integrating the new challenges of knowledge strategies (Bratianu, 2022; 
Bratianu & Bejinaru, 2023). In this context, the suggested initiative seeks to address these 
deficits through an artificial intelligence-based digital platform designed to link women 
leaders in the Balkans, providing access to regional mentoring, tailored educational 
content, and collaborative tools. This digital infrastructure aims not only to provide 
individual support but also to foster transnational cohesion, in line with perspectives on 
inclusive and transformational leadership (Luca, 2025). Thus, this article proposes an 
interdisciplinary exploration of how cultural diplomacy, AI technology and female 
leadership can be integrated into a platform that generates structural transformation and 
gender equity in the Balkan region. 
 
Methodological Approach 
This article follows a conceptual synthesis methodology, reviewing existing literature, 
regional policy documents, and relevant theoretical frameworks related to female 
leadership, cultural diplomacy, and artificial intelligence. It proposes a structured 
intervention model that integrates these elements into a coherent digital strategy. 
 
Identified Issues and Obstacles 
Structural Isolation of Women Leaders 
The structural isolation of women in leadership positions is a direct effect of the 
interaction between traditional cultural norms, rigid institutional hierarchies and the lack 
of coherent and inclusive support policies. In the Balkan region, this form of exclusion is 
not always explicit but rather subtle and systemic, manifesting itself in the lack of access 
to essential resources for professional development, underrepresentation in decision-
making positions and the absence of institutionalised support mechanisms (Spahić Šiljak 
et al., 2025). 
Women leaders in this region are often isolated within their own institutions, lacking the 
networks of support, validation and collaboration that are accessible to their male 
colleagues. In an environment where the organisational culture is dominated by 
masculine values – such as competition, authority, and individual autonomy – women are 
often forced to conform to leadership models that do not reflect their identity and 
experiences, leading to symbolic and professional marginalisation (Luca, 2025; Doğar, 
2024). A detailed summary of the obstacles identified is provided in Table 1, enhancing 
clarity and synthesis of the presented argument. 
 

Table 1- Identified obstacles 

Factors Manifestations References 
Informal networks Male-dominated decision-

making groups 
Luca, 2025; Nientied & 
Toska, 2021 

Institutional exclusion Absence of mentorship and 
education resources 

Repovac-Nikšić et al., 2021 

Cultural marginalization Lack of public visibility and 
validation 

Reinhold et al., 2025 

Source: generated by the authors 

 
This isolation is also fueled by the scarcity of women in leadership positions, which 
suggests that women frequently find themselves alone in positions of power and lack 
access to an internal support community. Studies show that the lack of this critical mass 
leads to the phenomenon of “tokenism,” where women are placed in symbolic roles 
without real power, simulating gender diversity but not impacting decision-making 
processes (Muzira & Gunda, 2024). 
Structural isolation is also accentuated in rural contexts and in more conservative 
organisations, where patriarchal values are more prevalent, and women aspiring to 
leadership positions are viewed with suspicion or even hostility (Repovac-Nikšić et al., 
2021). The lack of infrastructure to support women in their careers, including mentoring 
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programs, continuing education possibilities, and work-life balance policies, aggravates 
this exclusion. 
Women leaders in the Balkans often lack adequate representation in the media, public 
space, and academia, which contributes to the scarcity of positive role models and the 
perpetuation of gender stereotypes that discourage young professionals from aspiring to 
leadership roles (Reinhold et al., 2025). Without visibility and public validation, the efforts 
of women leaders become invisible and, over time, irrelevant in the collective perception. 
Combating this isolation requires a systemic approach involving institutional reforms, the 
promotion of an inclusive organisational culture, and the development of interregional 
mentoring and support platforms. Only by recognising the structural nature of exclusion 
can a genuine process of transformation be initiated. 
 
Limited access to leadership networks and mentoring 
In the Balkan context, women do not have access to mentoring schemes and leadership 
networks, resulting in exclusion and career bottlenecks. Lack of access to these networks 
is a significant barrier to building leadership skills, creating opportunities, and gaining 
visibility in decision-making arenas (Luca, 2025). 
Leadership networks in the region are predominantly male, informally consolidated over 
time in traditional hierarchical structures, where social and political capital is transmitted 
based on gender affiliation rather than merit or skills (Nientied & Toska, 2021). These 
networks operate on the principle of exclusivity and pre-existing loyalties, which makes 
it difficult for women to enter, especially in areas such as technology, politics or strategic 
entrepreneurship – key sectors for emerging leadership in the digital age (Spahić Šiljak et 
al., 2025). 
Furthermore, mentoring – considered an essential practice for supporting emerging 
leaders – is underdeveloped in the Balkans and rarely tailored to women's needs. Existing 
programs are typically initiated by international organisations and are often temporary, 
fragmented, and dependent on external funding (Repovac-Nikšić et al., 2021). This lack of 
sustainability and cultural contextualisation leads to inefficiency and the impossibility of 
building long-term learning ecosystems. 
Research shows that gender-based (woman-to-woman) mentoring has a positive impact 
on developing confidence, encouragement, and identity validation in women's leadership 
careers (Muzira & Gunda, 2024). In the absence of these models and relationships, many 
women leaders struggle to find points of reference or professional guidance, often having 
to forge their path in an adverse and unsupportive climate. 
In addition, women often face psychological and social pressures that limit their 
participation in professional networks: cultural expectations related to family roles, lack 
of institutional support for work-life balance, and stigmatisation of professional ambition 
are just some of the obstacles that reduce their active involvement in networking spaces 
(Reinhold et al., 2025; Doğar, 2024). Recent feminist leadership theories emphasise that 
intersectional considerations—such as age, ethnicity, and rural versus urban disparities—
should be integrated into mentoring models to enhance inclusivity and relevance (Panteli 
& Marder, 2020). 
Therefore, the disqualification of women from networking opportunities in leadership 
and the absence of region-based mentoring forums affect not just an individual's 
profession, but ultimately contribute towards an unbalanced and traditional leadership 
structure. Combating this dynamic requires the development of transnational support 
networks, AI-based digital mentoring, and public policies that support equitable access to 
social and professional capital. 
 
Lack of transnational coordination 
Despite declaratory assurances of women's leadership and gender equality, the Balkans 
are affected by a critical deficit of transnational coordination in promoting and 
empowering women leaders. The deficit affects not just the exchange of good practices 
and experiences across countries in the region but also the possibility of building a 
common and coherent voice in the European and international space (Spahić Šiljak et al., 
2025). 
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Specifically, initiatives and policies on women’s leadership are developed at the national 
level without an integrated regional platform that would facilitate dialogue, collaboration 
and co-creation between women leaders from different sectors and countries. Although 
international projects – such as those carried out through EU or UN programs – have 
aimed to increase the capacity of women’s organisations, they are often limited in time, 
focused on a specific point and lacking institutional continuity (Repovac-Nikšić et al., 
2021). Moreover, these projects tend to impose Western models of leadership and 
development, which are not always compatible with the socio-cultural specificities of the 
Balkans (Doğar, 2024). 
In the absence of regional infrastructure, women leaders remain isolated within national 
borders, and public policies on gender equality are developed in a fragmented manner, 
often according to domestic political priorities rather than the realities on the ground or 
the needs of women’s professional communities (Echoes of Change, 2025). This 
fragmentation has translated into inefficiency, duplication of efforts and the lack of 
possibilities to scale up successful initiatives at the macro-regional level. 
A second implication of the lack of transnational coordination is the lack of consistent 
regional representation in European decision-making institutions. Without a network that 
articulates the common interests of women in the Balkans, their voice is poorly 
represented in international forums that influence policy agendas on leadership and 
gender equality (Luca, 2025). 
Moreover, the lack of organised cooperation prevents standardisation of successful tools, 
such as regional databases, cross-border electronic mentoring networks, scholarships, or 
collaborative leadership programs. This institutional gap not only affects the impact of 
ongoing programs, but also the institutionally available learning capacity between states  
In this context, a regional digital platform based on artificial intelligence, facilitating cross-
border connections, strategic partnerships and knowledge transfer, becomes not only 
functional but imperative. Only through a coordinated and sustainable effort can the 
region overcome insular logic and build a connected, collaborative, and representative 
female leadership for the Balkans. 
The proposed platform explicitly seeks to bridge this transnational gap by creating 
mechanisms for sustained dialogue and regional policy coordination. 
 
Technology and cultural diplomacy 
 
The "Professional Women's Connections in the Balkans" Platform: Architecture, 
Features, and Expected Impact 
The "Professional Women's Connections in the Balkans" platform, developed by the 
project team, represents an innovative digital ecosystem designed specifically to 
strengthen female leadership and cultural diplomacy across the Balkan region through 
artificial intelligence (AI). The platform addresses critical gaps identified in existing 
leadership and mentoring infrastructures by providing women leaders with tailored 
mentoring, personalized resources, and strategic collaboration opportunities, thereby 
fostering regional cohesion and leadership diversity (Spahić Šiljak et al., 2025; Repovac-
Nikšić et al., 2021). 
 
Key Features 
Personalised Recommendations and Content Delivery 
Leveraging advanced machine learning (ML) algorithms, the platform personalises 
content delivery by continuously analysing user behaviour, interests, and preferences. By 
applying collaborative and content-based recommendation systems similar to those 
utilised by platforms such as LinkedIn or Netflix, it effectively identifies and delivers 
relevant resources, events, and professional connections to its users (Barbu et al., 2024). 
 
AI-Assisted Mentoring System 
A significant innovation is the intelligent mentorship matching process powered by 
semantic analysis and natural language processing (NLP), employing advanced 
technologies like GPT-4 and Rasa. By deeply analyzing professional profiles, skillsets, and 
career goals, the AI system accurately pairs mentors and mentees, facilitating effective and 
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meaningful professional relationships. Such mentoring systems are demonstrated in 
literature to significantly improve identity validation, confidence, and leadership 
development among women leaders (Muzira & Gunda, 2024; Panteli & Marder, 2020). 
 

 
Figure 1 - AI-powered platform tentative architecture 

(Source: generated by authors) 

 
Intelligent Event Organization and Interaction 
The platform optimises the organisation and delivery of scientific, cultural, and 
professional events through predictive analysis. By interpreting participant feedback and 
historical attendance data, the AI recommends events that resonate with users' interests, 
ensuring relevant and engaging experiences. Additionally, intelligent chatbots summarise 
key discussion points during virtual sessions, ensuring efficient information 
dissemination and enhanced participant engagement. 
 
Ethical AI and Security 
Adhering strictly to ethical standards outlined in UNESCO’s Recommendation on the 
Ethics of Artificial Intelligence (UNESCO, 2021), the platform emphasises transparency, 
fairness, and inclusivity. It incorporates advanced algorithms for real-time moderation 
and automatic detection of inappropriate or fraudulent content, complemented by 
comprehensive cybersecurity modules designed to identify and mitigate threats 
proactively. Ethical oversight is further strengthened by an independent ethics board 
composed of regional stakeholders, AI experts, and ethicists, ensuring algorithmic 
transparency and fairness (Kumar et al., 2024; Mehrabi et al., 2021). 
 
Advanced Data Analytics and Reporting 
Utilizing Big Data analytics, the platform provides users and administrators with detailed 
analytical insights, enabling informed decision-making and continual improvement of the 
user experience. Automated AI-driven reports are generated, detailing performance 
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metrics, user engagement levels, and content effectiveness, thereby supporting strategic 
planning and evidence-based policy making across the region. 
 
Technological Infrastructure 
The technological backbone of the platform includes: 

• Machine learning algorithms for behavioral analysis and personalized 
recommendations. 

• NLP-based chatbots (e.g., GPT-4, Rasa) for enhanced user interaction. 
• Semantic matching algorithms for mentor-mentee compatibility. 
• Predictive analytics for event management and participant engagement. 
• Robust cybersecurity frameworks ensuring data protection and ethical AI 

deployment. 
 
Expected Impact 
The implementation of this platform is expected to yield substantial impacts on regional 
female leadership and transnational collaboration, including: 

• Development and consolidation of an active network of women leaders, reducing 
structural isolation and enhancing professional visibility (Reinhold et al., 2025). 

• Increased access to sustainable, culturally relevant mentoring and professional 
development opportunities tailored explicitly to individual career trajectories 
and regional contexts (Repovac-Nikšić et al., 2021). 

• Strengthened cultural diplomacy through facilitated cross-border dialogue and 
coordinated regional initiatives, enhancing Balkan regional identity and soft 
power in European and international contexts (Vasiloiu, 2023). 

• Improved digital equity and inclusion by leveraging interoperable and scalable 
digital solutions that bridge existing digital divides within the region (Banciu et 
al., 2023). 

By integrating these advanced technological and ethical frameworks, the platform 
represents not only a regional innovation but a scalable model for addressing gender 
equity in leadership through AI-driven cultural diplomacy and professional development. 
 
AI as an enabler of personalised leadership 
Artificial intelligence (AI) is emerging as a strategic enabler of institutional and 
organizational transformation in Southeastern Europe, particularly in public 
administration and governance (Dumitrache et al., 2023; Banciu et al., 2023). In the Balkan 
context, where digital fragmentation and uneven access remain critical challenges, AI-
powered systems—grounded in interoperability and standardization—can support more 
inclusive and adaptive infrastructures for leadership development (Barbu et al., 2024). 
While not focused on individual learning trajectories per se, AI's broader application in 
cybersecurity, e-governance, and digital diplomacy contributes to building the digital 
sovereignty and resilience necessary for fostering female leadership at scale (Vasiloiu, 
2023). Thus, AI offers a foundation for systemic capacity-building that complements 
regional efforts to address structural exclusion and unlock new forms of cross-border 
collaboration. 
Proposed AI methods for this initiative include natural language processing for 
personalised content delivery, machine learning for skill-gap identification, and 
recommendation algorithms for tailored mentoring connections (Kumar et al., 2024). 
One of the most significant benefits of AI in leadership is its ability to generate 
personalised learning paths. By analysing data on cognitive styles, skill levels, career goals, 
and even personal values, algorithms can build training modules tailored to each user. 
These modules can incorporate training in key areas such as transformational strategic 
decision-making, effective communication, negotiation, conflict resolution, or emotional 
intelligence – all of which are essential for transformational leadership. (Sanni, 2025; 
Banyal & Panwar, 2025). 
Besides, AI supports the delivery of instantaneous feedback, allowing self-improvement 
and constant development. AI-based systems for learning can test a woman leader's 
progress in real time, customising content to address the optimal level of difficulty and to 
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meet emerging needs. (Gupta et al., 2024). This dynamic makes learning an active and fluid 
process, in which the user becomes a co-creator of her own leadership trajectory. 
Another important advantage is enhancing availability of professional leadership to 
women from marginalised regions or underrepresented industries. AI platforms can 
operate in a fully digital mode, eliminating the geographical and financial barriers that 
limit access to traditional training. This is particularly relevant for the Balkan region, 
where educational infrastructure is unevenly distributed and mentoring networks are 
often inaccessible to women (Ebrahimi et al., 2024). 
AI can also function as a "virtual mentor assistant," providing career guidance, 
appropriate contacts, and context-specific learning material that is professional 
background-appropriate to each woman leader. This establishes an architecture of long-
term support based not on institutional favours or informal networks. (Leveraging 
Artificial Intelligence in Women’s Leadership, 2025). 
But AI use in leadership has to be tackled aggressively from an ethical perspective. Unless 
carefully designed, systems are bound to deepen and reinforce current inequalities via 
black-box algorithms or skewed data sets. If systems are not carefully designed, they can 
reproduce and amplify existing inequalities through opaque algorithms or biased data 
sets. Thus, the development of AI solutions for leadership must come with equity 
principles, transparency, and gender sensitivity to prevent a promise becoming a problem 
(Ebrahimi et al., 2024; Kumar et al., 2024). Therefore, adherence to global ethical 
standards, such as UNESCO's Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence 
(2021), is critical in the development and governance of this platform. 
AI has the potential to revolutionise women’s leadership development through 
personalisation, accessibility, and efficiency. Provided they are implemented ethically and 
culturally responsible manner, these technologies can become key tools in accelerating 
gender equality in leadership at regional and global levels. 
 
Challenges and Risks 
Reinforcement of Biases in AI 
While AI offers transformative opportunities for enhancing female leadership, it also 
poses significant risks related to the reproduction and entrenchment of social biases. At 
the core of these risks lies the fact that machine learning algorithms are trained on 
historical data that often encodes systemic patterns of discrimination, including gender, 
ethnicity, age, and socioeconomic status. As a result, rather than acting as neutral decision-
makers, AI systems may reflect and amplify existing inequalities, especially if the datasets 
and design processes lack representativeness or critical oversight (Buolamwini & Gebru, 
2018; Binns, 2018). 
In leadership contexts, biased algorithms can shape access to mentorship, exposure to 
opportunities, or visibility within digital platforms. For example, language models used in 
content recommendation systems might rank traditionally masculine-coded leadership 
traits, such as assertiveness or risk-taking, more positively than communal or 
collaborative behaviours typically associated with women (West et al., 2019). This implicit 
valorisation of male norms of leadership risks marginalising diverse forms of authority 
and reinforcing stereotypes that hinder women's advancement. 
A prominent case study is that of AI-based recruitment tools used by multinational firms, 
which were shown to downgrade resumes with women-associated keywords (e.g., 
"women's chess club") or names, privileging profiles that matched historical male hiring 
patterns (Raji et al., 2020; Dastin, 2018). These outcomes are not aberrations but 
symptoms of structural bias embedded within data pipelines and modelling choices. 
Therefore, if algorithmic infrastructures are to play a role in promoting inclusive 
leadership, they must be designed with fairness-by-design principles, including pre-
processing techniques to balance datasets, in-processing interventions to constrain biased 
outcomes, and post-hoc auditing mechanisms to monitor deployment impacts (Mehrabi 
et al., 2021). To mitigate these risks, specific strategies such as dataset audits, continuous 
algorithmic fairness assessments, and user-controllable privacy settings will be 
incorporated into platform design (Mehrabi et al., 2021). 
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Need for Ongoing Calibration and Oversight 
Ensuring that AI systems contribute to equity rather than inequality requires continuous 
monitoring, calibration, and ethical governance. This involves a lifecycle approach to AI 
development—one that includes fairness-aware design, participatory validation 
processes, and dynamic updating mechanisms responsive to evolving social realities 
(Ebrahimi et al., 2024; Kumar et al., 2024). 
Critically, oversight must be situated not only in technical terms but also within a socio-
political framework that considers who benefits from the system, who is excluded, and 
who holds accountability—especially in a regional context where cyber diplomacy, 
sovereignty, and digital asymmetries are becoming central to leadership legitimacy and 
digital equity (Vasiloiu, 2023). An independent ethics board, comprising AI experts, 
ethicists, and regional gender equality stakeholders, will oversee continuous monitoring 
and periodic public reporting of algorithmic outcomes. For platforms supporting women 
leaders in the Balkans, calibration should include regionally tailored metrics: 
representation across rural and urban zones, intersectional identities (e.g., ethnic 
minorities, age groups), and sectoral inclusion (e.g., STEM, policy, culture). 
Establishing independent algorithmic ethics boards or regional observatories could serve to 
anchor this process, providing transparency, recourse mechanisms, and trust-building with 
users. Moreover, embedding explainability and user-controllability features in the platform 
will allow women leaders to interrogate and influence the recommendations they receive, 
thus reinforcing their agency rather than diminishing it (Wachter et al., 2017). 
 
Ethical and Social Risks of Technological Interventions 
The deployment of AI in sensitive domains like cultural diplomacy and leadership 
development entails complex ethical dilemmas. Among these are risks of over-reliance on 
digital systems, surveillance of user behavior, and the standardization of leadership 
pathways that may stifle diversity (Floridi et al., 2018). These risks are amplified in 
regions where digital infrastructures are uneven and where cultural specificity must be 
preserved. 
Calls for culturally grounded, human-centred design have emphasised the importance of 
transparency, local adaptability, and participatory governance in AI system development 
- principles that align with regional strategies focused on digital interoperability and AI 
governance in public institutions (Barbu et al., 2024; Dumitrache et al., 2023). 
The use of AI in socially and culturally sensitive domains, such as leadership development 
and cultural diplomacy, raises significant ethical challenges. These include: 

• Dehumanisation and relational erosion: Over-reliance on automated mentoring 
or recommendation systems may erode genuine human interactions, flattening 
the complexities of mentorship into algorithmic templates. Leadership, especially 
in transnational and culturally embedded contexts, often relies on empathy, 
intuition, and shared lived experience—elements that cannot be fully captured by 
data (Coeckelbergh, 2020). 

• Surveillance and privacy concerns: Digital platforms that track user behaviour for 
personalised suggestions risk creating forms of soft surveillance that 
disproportionately affect marginalised users. Without strong data governance 
and consent mechanisms, such systems could normalise data extraction under 
the guise of empowerment (Zuboff, 2019). 

• Normative homogenization: AI systems trained primarily on Western-centric 
data may impose narrow models of leadership that are not culturally resonant in 
the Balkan context. These risks creating a digital “one-size-fits-all” model of 
success that undermines regional diversity and promotes subtle forms of digital 
colonialism (Couldry & Mejias, 2019). 

To mitigate these risks, platform development must integrate culturally grounded design 
practices—such as co-creation workshops, multilingual interfaces, and adaptive 
content—ensuring that AI technologies serve as enablers of pluralism rather than tools of 
domination. Furthermore, ethical governance should be proactive, not reactive, 
embedding anticipatory ethics into every stage of platform evolution, a need increasingly 
recognized in regional digital governance discourse (Banciu et al., 2023). Table 2 clearly 
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outlines potential risks and specific mitigation strategies to enhance transparency and 
practicality. 
 

Table 2. Potential risks and specific mitigation strategies 

Risk Mitigation Strategies 
Dehumanization of 
mentorship 

Hybrid human-AI mentorship model 
 

Surveillance and privacy GDPR-compliant privacy settings, user-controlled data 
sharing 

Cultural homogenization 
 

Region-specific training datasets, multilingual interfaces 

Source: generated by the authors 

 
Conclusions and Future Directions 
Expected Impact: A Dynamic Network of Female Leaders in the Balkans 
This initiative has the potential to drive a paradigm shift in how female leadership is 
fostered, recognised, and institutionalised across the Balkan region. By cultivating a 
dynamic, inclusive, and digitally empowered ecosystem, the platform aims to reduce 
structural fragmentation and create a sense of collective identity among women leaders 
in public administration, civil society, business, and academia. 
Such a network will serve not only as a space for peer mentorship and knowledge 
exchange but also as a regional hub for advocacy, enabling coordinated interventions 
in gender policy, digital equity, and cultural diplomacy. Furthermore, the data insights 
generated by the platform can support evidence-based decision-making and identify 
structural gaps across national boundaries, facilitating more informed and integrated 
gender strategies at the European level (Luca, 2025; Spahić Šiljak et al., 2025; World Bank, 
2020). 
Importantly, the visibility of a regional female leadership network can counteract 
tokenism by strengthening the collective influence of women in leadership, building the 
critical mass necessary to transform perceptions, institutions, and cultural narratives. 
Anticipated measurable impacts include increased leadership representation, enhanced 
regional policy collaboration, and sustained professional development outcomes. 
Vision for a Digitally Cohesive Region 
Through the strategic use of AI in service of social good and cultural diplomacy, the 
initiative envisions a digitally cohesive Balkan region. This vision promotes 
interconnectedness, regional solidarity, and the mobilization of cultural diversity as a 
strategic asset for sustainable development (Doğar, 2024; Nientied & Toska, 2021). In this 
context, digital diplomacy becomes a key soft power tool—one that not only strengthens 
leadership ecosystems but also enhances regional identity and resilience through 
technology-driven cooperation (Banciu et al., 2023). 
This vision is closely aligned with the European Commission’s Digital Decade Policy 
Programme 2030, which prioritizes digital inclusion, gender balance in ICT, and the 
empowerment of civil society actors through interoperable infrastructures and cross-
border collaboration (European Commission, 2022). Moreover, it supports long-term 
cohesion in line with innovation policy models that emphasize tackling “grand challenges” 
through distributed, collaborative governance (Kuhlmann & Rip, 2018). By integrating AI 
for cultural mediation and leadership training, the platform enables intercultural 
dialogue, strengthens soft power in regional diplomacy, and aligns with global efforts to 
close gender gaps in science, technology, and leadership (Huyer, 2015). 
Alignment with European Commission’s Digital Decade Policy Programme (2022) further 
underscores the initiative’s commitment to strategic policy coherence and regional digital 
cohesion. 
Next Steps: Piloting, Feedback, Scaling, and Sustainability 
To ensure the initiative’s operational feasibility, contextual relevance, and long-term 
resilience, the following strategic steps are proposed: 
Pilot Testing 
Launch a controlled pilot across 3–5 countries, engaging a diverse sample of women 
leaders—including those in rural and underrepresented sectors—to test functionalities 
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such as AI mentoring modules, multilingual content, and cultural adaptability features. A 
mixed-method evaluation framework will be applied from the outset. 
Feedback Collection 
Utilize both qualitative methods (focus groups, interviews, ethnographic feedback) and 
quantitative analytics (usage metrics, sentiment analysis, algorithmic fairness audits) to 
assess platform efficacy and inclusivity. Participatory methods will ensure that women’s 
lived experiences and leadership aspirations directly inform further development (Panteli 
& Marder, 2020). Pilot evaluation will use clearly defined KPIs such as platform 
engagement rates, mentorship interaction frequency, user satisfaction ratings, and 
representation diversity metrics. 
Progressive Scaling 
Based on evaluation findings, the platform will be scaled in three waves: 

- Horizontal scaling (across sectors such as education, entrepreneurship, public 
service); 

- Vertical scaling (deepening content personalization and mentoring complexity); 
- Geographic scaling (expanding to diaspora communities and other macro-

regions such as the Caucasus or Eastern Partnership). 
A hybrid sustainability model will combine: 

- Institutional partnerships with national ministries, universities, and chambers of 
commerce; 

- Strategic collaborations with international bodies (e.g., UN Women, European 
Commission DG NEAR); 

- A governance model incorporating user councils and ethical boards; 
- Blended funding through grants, public-private partnerships, and social impact 

investments. 
Additionally, sustainability will depend on continuous co-creation with users and 
stakeholders, ensuring that the platform remains relevant, inclusive, and future-ready. 
Policy Recommendations 
Based on the conceptual model proposed, the following immediate policy actions are 
recommended: 

• Integration of digital mentoring into national and regional gender equality 
strategies. 

• Establishment of regional coordination mechanisms to support ongoing 
transnational collaboration. 

• Institutional support for AI ethics governance in public sector digital initiatives. 
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